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Some  Types  of  City  Governmeot 


RAPID  transportation  and  preventive  medicine  have  made 
modem  dty  life  possible,— with  both  its  gifts  and  its  prob- 
lems. The  new  municipality  stimulates  commerce  and  in- 
dustry; administers  charity;  visits  the  indigent  sick;  protects  the 
well;  provides  recreation;  preserves  life  and  property;  manages 
great  industries  which  are  most  urgent  and  common  needs.  If 
democracy  is  to  be  vindicated,  it  is  necessary  that  these  works  be 
well  done,  and  that  there  be  a  wide  participation  in  their  benefits. 
Such  is  not  the  case.  The  health,  morals,  and  welfare  of  our  citizens 
are  neglected;  worse  even, — citizenship  itself  is  debauched  and  de- 
graded by  familiarity  with  waste,  inefficiency,  and  corruption.  As 
a  deterrent  from  securing  the  many  advantages  of  municipal  Kfe, 
cities  are  handicapped  by  state  interference  in  local  affairs;  by  an 
unwieldy  type  of  govenunent,  arbitrarify  imposed  and  modded  after 
the  requirements  of  a  federal  state ;  and  lastly  by  selfishness  and  ig- 
mmmce  expressed  thru  partisan  politics. 

However,  it  is  gratifying  to  note  an  increasing  demand  that 
city  government  measure  up  to  present-day  needs, — Aat  old  duties 
be  met  better,  and  that  new  opportunities  be  grasped.  There  is  a 
wholesome  discarding  of  the  idea  that  good  government  must  be 
predicated  alone  upon  the  character  of  the  administrators  diosen; 
or  upon  the  form  of  charter ;  or  upon  greater  citizen  interest.  Un- 
prejudiced experience  indicates  that  satisfactory  government  has 
its  origin  in  all  three  elements.  Efforts  at  citizen  reform  must  be  di- 
rected to  securing  a  cj^able  and  permanent  body  of  public  officers; 
greater  centralization  and  responsibility  in  administration;  and  a 
larger  participation  in  government  by  the  people. 

THE  FEDERAL  PLAN 

To  these  ends  for  over  a  century  American  cities  have  been  un- 
successfully experimenting  with  the  types  of  government  modeled 
after  that  of  a  federal  state.  Theoretically  the  plan  is  distinguished 
by  its  separation  of  the  legislative,  executive  and  judicial  functions, 
ahho  these  divisions  are  usuaUy  nmninal  rather  than  reaL  To  the 
layman  the  most  recent  federal  plan  of  municipal  government 


means  a  council  elected  by  wards  upon  either  a  partisan  or  non- 
partisan ballot, — and  which  is  entrusted  with  determining  the  poli- 
cies of  government.  The  function  of  administering  these  policies 
and  of  operating  the  city  departments  resides  in  the  mayor  elected 
by  tiie  public,  and  who  reserves  to  himself  the  appointment  of  heads 
(rf  departments  and  other  immediate  subordinates  as  are  necessary. 
Frequently  other  officers  are  elected,  as  the  treasurer,  auditor,  and 
wo^tor,-^  modification  of  the  federal  scheme.  Almost  invariably 
the  type  is  further  altered  by  relieving  the  mayor  ol  some  adminia- 
trative  control  over  departments  and  by  giving  such  duties  to  the 
dty  coundL 

It  would  seon  that  the  weight  of  reason  is  against  this  type  of 
government,  irrespective  of  the  men  it  secures  f<Mr  administrators  or 
the  citizen  interest  which  it  stimulates.  It  is  lumbering,  .dividiii^ 
Ksponsibility,  and  placing  administrative  duties  with  untrained 
men.  Can  it  be  seriously  believed  that  a  mayor  elected  for  a  brief 
term,  and  largely  ignorant  of  the  technicalities  of  government,  can 
secure  a  compuative  measure  of  economy,  efficiency  and  contin- 
uity of  program  in  the  management  of  his  municipality?  The  prin- 
ciple of  an  elective  executive  assumes  that  the  departmental  office 
will  be  political  patronage,  the  heads  of  which  are  selected  not  be- 
cause of  their  fitness  for  the  jobs,  but  because  of  their  relations  to 
their  chiefs.  It  assumes  that  these  departmental  offices  will  con- 
tinue as  sinecures,  the  real  w<M:k  being  done  by  subordinates  more 
or  less  in  jeopardy  of  tiieir  positions  with  each  change  of  adminis- 
tration. It  assumes  also  a  city  program  which  cannot  be  longer 
tHaw  the  term  of  the  mayw.  This  last  assumption  is  most  im- 
portant, and  cities  in  order  to  secure  a  wider  and  more  permanent 
vision,  and  at  the  same  time  to  remove  to  some  degree  public  insti- 
tutions from  tiie  banal  affect  of  politics,  have  created  city  boards 
independent  in  a  large  measure  of  the  government.  Frequently 
these  boards  are  permitted  to  provide  their  own  taxation,  and  there 
is  found  tiie  board  of  water  works,  board  of  public  utilities,  board  of 
parks,  board  of  health,  board  of  sinking  fund  trustees,  and  other 
ffftyiii^^  divisions,  each  drawing  upon  the  public  for  funds,  with  httle 
correlation  between  their  relative  institutions.  The  presence  of 
such  boards  is  an  admission  of  the  failure  of  the  federal  plan  to  se- 
cure 8atisfact<»ry  government. 


COMMISSION  PLAN 

The  extension  of  commission  government  over  a  population  of 
eight  and  one-half  mUUons  Uving  in  360  cities,  not  one  of  which  has 
returned  to  its  earlier  form,  is  effective  testimony  that  a  more  ade- 
quate  type  of  government  has  been  established.  The  dommant  fea- 
ture of  this  plan  is  a  small  "commission"  chosen  at  large,  which  is 
not  only  a  policy-determining  body,  but  one  in  which  the  monbers 
severally  act  as  heads  of  the  principal  city  departments.  The  mem- 
bers of  this  council  or  "commission"  should  be  the  only  elective  of- 
ficers of  the  city,  and  should  have  the  power  to  remove  their  im- 
mediate subordinates.  There  are,  however,  aknost  as  many  minor 
variations  of  the  commission  plan  of  government  as  there  are  cities 
in  which  it  is  in  force.   But  always  the  administrative  and  legisla- 
tive functions  are  combined,— the  council  is  the  government—and 
in  that,  the  scheme  is  not  very  different  from  tile  New  England 
town  government  where  three  selectmen  are  elected  at  large,  or 
from  Ae  system  of  county  commissioners.  Washington,  D.  C,  has 
been  governed  by  an  appointive  commission  since  1873 ;  Memphis, 
Tennessee,  after  the  yellow  fever  scourge  of  1878-79,  was  governed 
by  a  similar  board;  Sacramento,  California,  was  governed  by  a  com- 
mission from  1863  to  1893,  altho  the  board  was  gradually  shorn  of 
its  administrative  powers  by  legislative  action  before  the  latter  date ; 
New  Orleans  was  commission  governed  from  1870  to  1882  and  has 
recenUy  returned  to  that  form.    For  later  popularizing  the  com- 
mission plan,  credit  is,  of  course,  due  to  Galveston  and  Des  Moines. 
The  short  non-partisan  baUot  has  been  largely  responsible  for  the 
success  of  this  type  of  government.   Responsibility  has  been  con- 
centrated in  five  men  elected  from  the  whole  city,  and  while  the 
elimination  of  national  party  poUtics  has  not  eliminated  aU  p<^tics, 
it  has  made  these  politics  relate  to  local  rather  than  national  prob- 
lems. 

However,  the  placing  of  administrative  duties  with  an  elective 
body  has  not  effected  the  degree  <rf  efficiency  which  is  desirable. 
Now  is  there  necessarily  co-operation  among  Ae  commissioners 
themselves?  A  survey  of  the  operation  of  this  type  of  government 
in  more  prominent  cities  indicates  that  there  is  a  concentration  of 
authority,  and  frequently  a  higher  type  of  officials,  uncontroUed  by 
political  party;  but  that  there  still  exists  the  lack  of  business  meth- 
ods common  to  less  progxetslve  commnnities. 


THE  CITY  MANAGER  PLAN 


To  many  students  of  local  government  neither  the  federal  or 
council  pkm,  wiHi  or  withcNXt  modificatioa,  nor  the  c<»iii*tission  plan 
have  insured  city  administration  of  the  highest  character.  Some 
have  turned  to  the  type  of  organization  which  has  secured  to  Ameri- 
can industries  thdr  unusual  success, — and  it  cannot  be  denied  that 
the  analogy  between  private  business  and  city  business  is  close. 
Cities  have  no  great  questions  of  policy  requiring  dtisen  alignment 
vnih  powerful  political  machines,  as  compared  with  the  problem  of 
careful  and  honest  expenditure  of  public  money.  The  legislative 
duties  of  the  city  council  are  insignificant ;  the  administrative  duties 
<^  the  executives  are  m<^t  important.  How,  then,  can  the  adminis- 
trative efficiency  of  industrial  organizations  be  transposed  to  local 
governments? 

The  commission-manager  plan  retains  the  idea  of  a  responsible 
elected  legislative  body,  but  provides  that  all  administrative  duties 
shall  be  performed  under  the  supervision  of  a  city  manager,  appoint- 
ed by,  and  responsible  to.  the  commissioners^  and  who  in  turn  dele- 
gates the  immediate  execution  of  these  duties  to  8ufa<»dinates  of  his 
selection.  This  is  the  ordinary  business  organization.  The  citizen 
represents  the  shareholder;  the  commissioners,  the  directors;  the 
city  manager,  the  manager;  and  the  departmental  heads,  Uie  aids  to 
the  manager.  The  commissioners  receive  little  or  no  compensation, 
and  concern  themselves  only  with  the  legislative  feature  of  the  aty, 
and  in  seeing  that  the  manager  secures  an  efficient  local  govern- 
ment. If  the  manager  or  one  of  his  subordinates  fails  to  give  satis- 
faction to  the  public  one  or  both  can  be  discharged  by  the  com- 
missioners at  will. 

It  is  not  necessary  to  the  city  manager  scheme  Aat  the  legis- 
lative body  be  a  "commission."  In  the  German  analogy  the  con- 
trary is  true.  It  happens,  however,  that  without  exception,  Ameri- 
can cities  adopting  this  type  of  government  have  displaced  a  city 
council  with  a  commission,  believing  that  a  small,  non-partisan  leg- 
islature elected  at  large  is  tiie  principal  feature  in  tiie  success  of  the 
commission  plan.  To  stimulate  a  wide  citizen  interest  the  Dayton 
charter  contains  a  provision  borrowed  itom  Germany,  but  unique  . 
in  American  practice,  providing  fcnr  the  appointment  of  citixen 
boards  to  act  in  an  advisory  capacity  with  such  departmental  heads 
as  tile  dfy  manager  may  deem  expedient  Powers  are  granted 
these  bodies  by  ordinance. 


The  questions  naturally  arise:   Can  polittcs  be  permanendy 

eliminated  from  city  goverimient?  Is  a  smjdl  legislative  body  suf- 
ficiently rei^esentative?  What  has  city  manager  goveminent  done? 

If  hy  politics  is  meant  unified  citizen  action  for  the  common, 
good,  then  its  elimination  would  be  deplorable^.  U,  however,  by 
poUtics  is  meant  county  committees ;  boss  rule ;  "passing  the  word" 
to  the  faithful;  ward  haling;  alley  traffic  in  votes;  spoils;  incom- 
petency; and  zealous  wastefulness, — then  public  (^rniion  will  surely 
and  very  soon  permanently  eliminate  these  sorts  of  things  from 
dseir  municipal  housekeeping.  But  it  will  not  be  accomplished 
until  the  so-called  good  citizen  believes  that  it  can  be  done  and  is 
willing  to  insure  an  all-year-'round  watch  of  city  business. 

The  success  which  has  attended  the  short  ballot  in  over  300 
American  cities  should  be  sufficient  evidence  that  a  small  coundl 
elected  at  large  is  not  undemocratic.  It  must  be  emphasized  again 
and  again  that  city  problems  are  problems  of  clean  streets,  garbage 
removal,  omipetent  poUce  and  fire  ptoteclioti,  lownr  death  rates,— 
and  not  of  personal  representation.  It  is  a  usual  experience  to  find 
that  those  who  are  insisting  the  loudest  that  non-partisan  elections 
at  lai^e  are  und^ocratic,  are  less  interested  in  genuine  democracy 
than  they  are  in  public  contracts  or  party  advantage.  This  type  of 
r^resentation  is  a  generally  admitted  advantage  over  the  ward  sys- 
tem and  is  tiie  best  we  know  now.  After  us,  doubtless,  some  purer 
scheme  will  be  shaped  from  larger  experience.  Perhaps  it  involves 
proportimial  rqpres^tation,  or  election  at  large  and  assignment  to 
districts.  Now,  the  question  of  representation  is  of  least  importance 
in  city  government,  and  of  only  empirical  solution. 

What  have  been  the  gains  from  this  type  of  government? 
Some  of  them  «e  tiiese: 

It  eliminates  mitional,  partisan,  p<^tics  from  city  government 
It  destn^  ward  lines  and  "log  nriOing'* 

It  provides  public  control  thru  the  initiative,  rderendum,  and 
recall 

It  provides  a  small  business-like  body  for  legislation 

It  ccMtceittrates  administrative  axi^&tionty  in  a  trained  executive 

Its  departmental  heads  are  appointed  ior  abUity^— not  as  re- 
wards for  political  service 

It  fixes  ahioiiite  ttaipmmbiikty  for  every  administrative  act 


It  makes  governmental  operation  as  efficient  as  private  business 
It  insures  team  work  among  all  departments 

It  makes  possible  co-operation  between  city  government  and 
all  civic  and  philanthropic  agencies 

It  promotes  the  adoption  of  efficiency  methods,^ 

A  scientific  budget 
Adequate  accounting  system 
Time  repmrts 

Cost  records 

Uniform  departmental  reports 
Service  records 

Centralized  purchasing 

The  government  becomes  a  community  agency  for  human  wd- 
fore  instead  ai  a  political  organization  for  private  gain. 

But  once  this  type  of  government  is  secured,  can  the  citizens 
retire,  satisfied  that  reform  is  a  hardy  perennial  which  will  make 
its  appearance  at  each  election  time  whether  the  voter  cares  or  not? 

Or  will  the  partisan  politician,  who  works  three  hundred  sixty- 
five  days  in  Ae  year  come  back,  bringing  virith  him  the  patriots  who 
have  no  other  profession  than  serving  their  city  for  pay ;  the  old  ad- 
ministrative code  of  "jobs  and  profits and  a  comatose  appreciation 
of  community  ideals  and  cmnmunity  needs? 

These  questions  are  significant. 

The  Dajrton  government  is  dq>endent  for  its  final  success  upon 
a  public  independent  of  partisanship,  thinking  plainly,  honestly,  and 
directly  i^K>n  the  tests  of  adequate  government.  From  the  con- 
tinued interest  and  coK>peration  of  that  public  it  wiU  be  known  if 
the  plan  is  to  be  only  a  little  experiment  in  local  government,  or  a 
distina  and  permanent  contribution  to  political  science. 
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